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CHAPTER II: HOMER KRUCKENBERG, MASTER TEACHER

Homer Kruckenberg, a native of Barton County, Kansas, was born February 7, 1935 to
Herman and Margaret Kruckenberg. He was the eldest of seven children, of which all attended

Kansas State University. Homer obtained his Bachelors degree in 1959. During the next ten
years, ten degrees were obtained by Homer's family from Kansas State University. It was quite
evident that Homer was satisfied with his undergraduate degree, thus he returned to K.SU to
acquire his Masters degree which he completed in 1963.
As he grew up on a

farm.

Kruckenberg had some desire to be a veterinarian. Homer

considered being a veterinarian as an occupation because of his exposure to the local veterinarian,
Dr. Kelly, who frequently visited the Kruckenberg farm for the doctoring of farm animals. Homer
witnessed the improvement of the livestock and wanted to share in that experience. Another fact
he noticed about Dr. Kelly was that he always drove a good pickup truck, which was a signal to
the young man of a financially stable livelihood.
Although at one time he thought he might want to be a veterinarian, Mr. Kruckenberg did
not feel comfortable with math and science, which he knew would be required as part of his
course work in veterinarian school With the influence from several family members, Mr.
.Kruckenberg chose to enter the field of education and become a teacher. His mother and two of
her sisters were teachers, as well as three aunts on his father's side of the family. Having a very

r .,

strong background in education and with the influence of his family, teaching as a profession was
an obvious career choice Homer.
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Homer experienced one-room school houses as he was growing up on the farm. First, his
mother taught several years in one-room school houses, giving him some exposure to the one
room school he began his education. When Homer began his free public education it started in a
one room school house. His years of attendance at the one room school gave Kruckenberg an
appreciation for the many duties his teacher had to perform. It did not matter what happened in
the classroom; the teacher monitored everything that transpired in the course of a day of school.
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One example Homer remembers from the one room school occurred when he was in the second
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older students at their desks. He was having trouble spelling a particular word. Miss Bills told
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grade. He was practicing his spelling words on the blackboard while Miss Bills was teaching the

him to erase his mistake and try it again. This all came about she was still working with the older

students. He was amaud that she could keep track of what he and the other second graders were
spelling and still be teaching the older students without giving it a second thought when she told

him of his misspelled word. She illustrated effective classroom management by being able to keep
the students on task most of the time. Through her extensive planning and classroom practices
before class, Miss Bills demonstrated to Homer the importance of keeping students working.
Because of his background from a one room school, Homer developed philosophies that
are related to the experiences he recalled from his early education. He felt having eight classes in
one building with one teacher was very beneficial for all involved. By having older students in the
same building, they could help the younger students when they were having difficulties with their
lessons. Through peer tutoring, all students benefited. The younger children gained a better
understanding of many topics. They were exposed to several subjects more than once, as the
material was gone over in a different format several times to all eight classes. As for the upper
grade students, they learned how to teach others what they had learned by helping with
instruction of the younger students. This peer tutoring gave all students an opportunity to learn
from others. This, Kruckenberg feels, is vital in a productive classroom.
Another belief Kruckenberg gained from the one room school house era was the idea of
always maintaining a strong discipline policy. If a teacher used good discipline strategies in the
classroom. then he/she had very few problems with any of the students. Through the discipline by
the teacher, the students came to respect the teacher for what he or she stood for. This
classroom management skill set the stage to accomplish the many tasks in the classroom.
As a teacher, Homer Kruckenberg was a strong believer in a firm discipline policy for

students and teachers. He believed that he must begin each school year with a rigid discipline
policy. As the school year continued, Kruckenberg could ease up on discipline because the
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students knew what was expected of them. That did not mean he had to be so tough that he was
unable to accomplish his classroom teaching goals because he was using most of his time
disciplining kids. In having a firm discipline policy, he set guidelines so the students knew what
was expected of them. By having such guidelines, according to Kruckenberg, he earned respect

from his students. When students enter the classroom they know each day what kind of behavior

is expected of them. In Kruckenberg's class that means sitting up straight and ready to go to
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work on the daily lesson.
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teachers expect students to work hard and to strive to do their best regardless of how difficult the
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Kruckenberg also believed a teacher must set high standards for students to follow. If

tasks are, then most students are going to put forth the effort and attempt to reach each teacher's
expectations. This has not always worked as planned for Kruckenberg, but in his nearly forty
years of teaching he believes he has had many more successes than disappointments. He pointed
out that if a teacher makes every attempt possible to make an impression on a student, then the
teacher has done his or her part in reaching that student. A good teacher will not give up on
convincing a student the importance of learning. He or she must continue to look for different
ways of motivating students. Kruckenberg feels that motivation is perhaps the most important
aspect for keeping students on task and having a yearning to learn. Kruckenberg believes that
even though high standards are important for students to gain knowledge, they must also be
motivated. To motivate students, the teacher must also be motivated and excited about the
subject or subjects they teach. The students are able to tell if a teacher is truly motivated and
excited about their job or if they are just there for a paycheck, or waiting on the next break to
arrive. High standards and a little motivation from teachers can take children a long way down
the educational road of learning.
The successes of Homer Kruckenberg in the classroom have been based on more than just
strong discipline, high standards, and motivation. His successes as a teacher have been based on

his theory that a teacher must always be prepared for the daily lessons, regardless of how long the
teacher has taught a particular lesson. As for his own practices, Homer gets up every morning
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before school, has his devotional time, poetry reading, and studies his lesson for that day at
school. He believes a teacher should be able to gain new information about the topic each time it
is studied. It is very important to review the materials so the information is fresh and accurate in
the instructor's mind. A teacher can never be too prepared for teaching students, especially for
the unusual questions they sometimes ask in regards to the topic or other related subjects.
Kruckenberg also believes students need to be challenged in order for them to learn.
When students are challenged to think, they are more apt to gain more knowledge than was
originally expected. Students, according to Kruckenberg, become a little more interested and
perhaps motivated to research the subject to extend their knowledge.
Before students can learn to their full capacity, they must first get to know themselves.
To help students with this task, each year all students in Homer Kruckenberg's classes are
required to write an autobiography. 1n this autobiography, the students are to research and learn
more about themselves. Through this project, Homer can get a better idea of how to approach
and respond to students. Students also are able to study their background and find out about their
own history. In learning more about themselves, students are able to make changes in their lives
which they are not satisfied.
Kruckenberg feels students need to have a lesson every day classes meet to assure they
keep up with what is discussed in class each clay. Should students not receive a lesson, they are
not going to expand their knowledge. He almost always gives a grade each day as well. The
grade may be for participation, a homework assignment, or a group project the students are
working on. By giving a daily grade, students are more prepared for class and are ready to
discuss the subject. Kruckenberg has found in the past that by giving students daily grades, they
are more involved in class, thus assuring him they are learning more of the information being
provided to them.

-

Mr. Kruckenberg has one main philosophy he uses constantly in his classroom. He
believes all the students must be sitting up straight and on task, ready to learn. He is very
adamant about this belief. He believes if a teacher is not able to or is to lazy to make students sit
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up straight in their chairs and be on task, then that teacher should be fired for not educating
students to their fullest. Students not on task will not learn much from that teacher. Students not
gaining infonnation are not going to be successful when they leave high school
Kruckenberg wants to be sure his students are on task at all times when they are in his
classroom. He has a poetic line he shares with them to help them keep focused on the topic. He
believes his saying gives them something to help them remember the basics for learning. It gives
them a focus for what they should do to learn to their fullest. He is always telling his students,
"Sit up straight, go from your head to your hand, to your pencil, to your paper." By following this
quote, more students would think about their assignments before they began to do the
assignments. Homer believes sometimes the simplest saying, such as the one mentioned above,
can help students stay on task better.
When describing his own teaching style, Kruckenberg describes himself as a "chalk and
talk man" because of what he does in his classroom each time he teaches a lesson. The first thing
he does is write his lesson for the day on the chalkboard along with a possible line from one of his
favorite poets. As for the ''talk" part of his saying, Kruckenberg speaks energetically to his
students about the history topic for the day. As he is presenting his lesson to the students,
Kruckenberg is all over the classroom. He makes learning exciting by putting forth a lot of energy
into his teaching style. He gives the impression to all who are around him that he truly enjoys
everything about teaching. With such enthusiasm, the students of Homer Kruckenberg have
almost no choice but to learn something from him about history or life in general. His upbeat
attitude and enthusiasm towards teaching and school leave a positive impact on his students to
last them a lifetime, since he is a teacher that would not be easily forgotten.

In the area of special needs students, Kruckenberg does not change his teaching style very
much because he believes he reaches those students much the same way he reaches "normal"
students. The teacher must be like an actor/performer and be able to perform well enough to
motivate all students to learn, regardless of problems they may have. He believes all students
have the capabilities to learn, it is just finding the right strategies that work for those students.
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Special needs students should be in the regular education classrooms so they can learn from the
teacher and also from the other students. Sometimes the best teachers are the students' peers.
Students can help each other to learn as well as learn from each other. With his philosophy of
mainstreaming into the classroom, Homer believes the benefits to the students are more valuable
because they are not being placed in separate classes due to their abilities. Homer knows there is
a huge diversity among students in schools today. He believes that diversity can and should be
used to the advantage of schools by allowing students to work together and learn together instead
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of separating everyone into this or that group because of different special needs. Kruckenberg
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but also those students who have everything so easy also need to see the hardships others go
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firmly believes students who struggle a little are more likely to learn and retain information better,

through. Special Education students struggle to just finish the assignment, let alone make a fair
grade from the assigned work.

In teaching students, Kruckenberg believes teachers must be actors for the students,
especially in current times when teachers are competing with television, electronic games,
computers, etc. Teachers must be able to perform well enough to keep students on task and
involved with the learning process. Even when he began teaching almost forty years ago, teachers
had to be performers in the classroom. In modem times though, that performance must be at a
much higher level because of the competition from technology. Regardless ofthe "attention
getters" in society, teachers must use enthusiasm in their teaching to show students they enjoy
teaching and helping students learn. If a teacher cannot or will not demonstrate that enthusiasm,

[_

then he or she should find a different occupation. An unhappy teacher is going to have
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must utilize all resources to teach and educate that captive audience of students.
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unmotivated students which will lead to students not learning much from that teacher. A teacher

When asked if he considered himself a Master Teacher, Homer Kruckenberg did not
consider himself to be a Master Teacher. Homer had a theory for how and why he has been
awarded several achievements throughout his teaching career. He believed he was a teacher who
has made an impact on former students who have made great achievements for themselves after

IO

their high school education. In obtaining their achievements, those students wanted to see that he
was rewarded for the differences he made in their lives. When the opportunity arose for the
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former students of Kruckenberg to nominate him for special recognition, they took advantage of
the situation. Even though he has received several awards and has been remembered for his
impact on students, Homer is very humble when it comes to discussing the awards. He believed
that it was nice to be recognized and to know that he had made a difference in his students, but he
did not feel that he should be placed on a pedestal and looked up to as if everything he did was
the best way to teach. The teaching style of Homer Kruckenberg works for him. but it might not
work for anyone else. By putting his all into his teaching and knowing that he was a good

""'

teacher, Homer felt society would recognize him for his efforts. That does not mean he needed to
receive any special awards to continue teaching with the enthusiasm and he pride he has in his
teaching. Teachers are rewarded many times over when students thank those teachers for making
a difference in their lives. A simple thank you is all that is needed for many teachers to know that
they are making an impact on students. Homer Kruckenberg is one of those teachers. Yes, the
big awards are nice, but the greatest feeling comes when a former student tells him thanks for

...

making a difference or giving that little extra support when it was most needed.
Through his many years of teaching, Kruckenberg has seen many changes in education.
Some have been very helpful, while other changes have caused more problems than they were
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worth in improving the educational system. One thing that is sure about many of the changes in
education, they have almost always been reactive rather than proactive. Educational change
usually occurs because of national or global events. Examples causing change in the educational
system include the following: When the Russians launched Sputnik, the United States had a big
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push for more math and sciences in schools. Other examples include government and private
reports that studied the status of schools and education in America, national reform bills, and
problems of society. Schools have usually been blamed for not having society prepared for such
events. The educational system in the United States is almost always charged with taking care of
the problems that face society. This is a tough situation for schools to deal with, especially since
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schools usually end up being reactive to the problem, instead of proactive. By the time education
begins to try to solve a societal problem or event, the problem is too large to deal with quickly. If
the education system could be proactive, then, perhaps many situations would never occur.
A few things about the education system or schools that Mr. Kruckenberg dislikes include
inservices, domineering people, too many specialists, and tenure of teachers. Inservices are
disliked by Kruckenberg because they have come to be monotonous and negative towards
schools. Many teacher inservice meetings point out all the wrong or bad things schools and
teachers are doing when they educate students. Kruckenberg bas believed inservices should be
upbeat and positive to make teachers want to be better teachers. Inservices should be a pep rally
for teachers and staff by sharing the positive aspects of the schools. They should also give
teachers ideas for improving their teaching skills by giving ideas for reaching students. Teachers
should leave inservices feeling good about what they do, rather than wondering why they went
into education in the first place.
A dislike for domineering people (bullies) goes back to when Homer went to school in the
one room school house. He remembers a boy several years older than he was always bothering

him and being mean for no apparent reason. Homer was beat up a few times because he
happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time. This is probably the biggest reason for

I
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Homer to not like domineering people. It seemed like almost every time a new administrator
came into the school system that he/she wanted to push faculty,

staft students, and parents

around and tell them how to do their jobs. Kruckenberg believes these people need to be more
people-oriented rather than position- oriented.
In referring to specialists, Kruckenberg talked about having a special teacher for every
different type of student a school might have. His main concern was Individualized Education
Programs (IBP). With an IEP, students have been identified for any of a variety of problems or
difficulties they are having. Homer believed regular education teachers should be able to handle
many of the problems associated with many of these students without having a special teacher
with a special degree to pull the student out of the classroom to work on his or her special needs.
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He is not against having help for students having severe problems or disabilities. His main
concerns were with minor disabilities that a regular education teacher should be able to deal with,
with some extra training or support.
Tenure was perhaps Homer's biggest objection to the education system. Tenure has
allowed teachers to get lazy and not do their jobs like they should. Any other occupation or job a
person might have gives no guarantee of having that job or position after being there so long.
Teachers should be the same way. As long as a teacher is doing his or her job and doing it well,
he or she is not going to be dismissed or demoted from teaching. Once tenured, some teachers
quit being as energetic and striving to teach every student. They slow down and wait for the
paycheck..
Although Kruckenberg had a few things he personally disliked about schools, he still
believed free, public education was the best thing to ever happen in the history of the United
States. Without it, many people would never have received an education. Even with its faults,
Kruckenberg maintained that our system is the most imitated system in the world. Since the
inception of free public education, the educational system in the United States has undergone
many changes. With those changes, some things have been very beneficial to the educational
system, while others have not. Regardless of how long or how much good each new trend in
education provided to the education of students, they all have something in common according to
Kruckenberg. He says, "Things come and go and every dog has his day." Almost every trend in
education comes in with a lot of support and publicity but eventually disappears as fast as they
came in, but without all of the honor. Some trends are similar to trends from years before but
with a different name. It is "like pulling a dead cat out of a bag." In other words, the first time it
does not smell too ba~ but that last time it is rather rank and unpleasant and beginning to
decompose, but it is still a dead cat.
When questioned about his plans for the future, Homer hopes to teach for at least another
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three or four years before retirement from teaching. Upon his retirement, his wishes are to farm
as long as he possibly can, spending time restoring several of his antiques, and perhaps doing

13

some auctioneering. He will not do any substitute teaching because be believes "You owe your
students a good lesson, and if you are not ready to do that, put an egg in your shoe, beat it, and
get the bell out". When Homer Kruckenberg retires, be is putting the egg in his shoe and quitting
for good.
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Homer Kruckenberg is a man of many talents and interests whom would not give up any
of his experiences as a teacher for almost forty years, most of them at Great Bend High School.
He has been rewarded many times and in many different ways for his style of teaching and
influence he bas bad on past students as well as colleagues. His way of teaching reflects back
many times over to the experiences he bad during his youth, particularly his years of attendance at
a one room school houses. Those experiences influenced his outlook on education. One of his
favorite quotes comes from John Greenleaf Whittier, one of his favorite poets. Whittier wrote, "I
be urgent unto whom in that smoky, dingy room, where the district gave thee rule for its rugged
winter schoo~ thou didst teach those mysteries of those weary ABC's., where to make each mark
and pawn by those wise and learned sods."

